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According to a recent report by the US-based World Resources Institute (WRI) and the Costa Rican
Tropical Science Center, between 1970 and 1989, the value of the nation's forests, soils and fisheries
resources declined an average 5% of GDP per year. The report is titled, "Overdue Accounts: Natural
Resource Depreciation in Costa Rica." Depreciation of natural resources over the 1970-1989 period
surpassed a third of gross capital formation, and deforestation accounted for over 85% of the
estimated total resource depreciation for 1989 alone. The report said the depreciation of fishery
resources was the most dramatic. The Gulf of Nicoya fishery, for example, was capable of generating
approximately US$2 million per annum if managed on a sustainable basis. Unrestricted fishing
during the 1980s, however, totally eliminated returns by 1988. Much of the difficulty in monitoring
the loss of economically important natural resources is due to the continued use of the United
Nations national accounts system for measuring economic development. Under this system, natural
resource depreciation is ignored. Robert Repetto, director of WRI's economic program and study coauthor, said, "The current UN system for national accounts is a cover-up for ongoing environmental
degradation. There is a dangerous asymmetry in the way economic performance is analyzed which
validates the notion that rapid economic growth can be achieved and sustained by exploiting the
environment. The UN's national income accounting framework is a relic of the 1930s," when raw
materials were cheap and few economists could foresee the danger in unrestricted exploitation. [The
report summary appeared in BioScience (April 1992), vol. 42, no. 4, page 325. Copies of the report are
available for US$15.50 (includes US$3 for shipping) from WRI Publications, P.O. Box 4852, Hampden
Station, Baltimore, Maryland 21210. Tel. 800/822-0504, or 410/516-6941.]
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